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Abstract 
If one of the goals of education is to prepare students for a global future, then we must develop in them a heightened awareness, 
appreciation, and ability to negotiate ‘the politics of difference’. This paper presents constructivist group-building as a way of 
doing this. Based on action research in an Australian university, the paper demonstrates the value of group-work when it is 
carefully designed, enabled, facilitated, and monitored. The paper takes a constructivist approach. It acknowledges the challenges 
and risks involved in culturally diverse group-work, but offers strategies for turning these risks into opportunities for deep, 
experiential, and enjoyable learning. 
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1. Introduction 
A key goal of education today is to prepare students for the globalised workplace; whether working overseas or in 
their home country, most graduates will practise their professions in culturally diverse environments. It is therefore 
important that educational institutions give their students opportunities to engage with colleagues who are culturally 
different from themselves and to help them learn from this engagement. As Gurin, Dey, Hurtado, and Gurin (2002, 
p.361), citing General Motors, point out. 
Diversity in academic institutions is essential to teaching students the human relations and analytical skills they 
need to thrive and lead in the work environments of the twenty-first century.  These skills include the abilities to 
work well with colleagues and subordinates from diverse backgrounds; to view issues from multiple perspectives; 
and to anticipate and respond with sensitivity to the needs and cultural differences of highly diverse customers, 
colleagues, employees, and global business partners.  
The skills that Gurin et al refer to here cannot be acquired as neat packets of knowledge but must be developed 
experientially over time within what Rizvi and Walsh (1998, p.11) call a ‘framework of values and practices 
orientated towards heightened awareness and appreciation of the politics of difference as the basis for developing 
the necessary skills and literacies for a changing world’.The ‘politics of difference’ here implies that intercultural 
sensitivity and a knowledge of other cultures alone are not an adequate preparation for the ‘changing world’; 
students must also be given opportunities to learn how to negotiate cultural difference in real situations. This paper 
addresses the challenge of opening up such learning opportunities in the culturally diverse higher education 
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classroom. Informed by principles of constructivism and experiential learning and set in culturally, ethnically, and 
socially diverse classrooms in an Australian university, it demonstrates the potential of group-work as a catalyst for 
positive intercultural interaction and social inclusion. 
 
2. Equity and Inclusion 
 
In his appraisal of literature on internationalising the higher education curriculum, De Vita (2007) comes to the 
conclusion that social inclusion is the most critical element of internationalisation. More than simply 
accommodating international students within the host country’s cultural context, it involves equity, reciprocity, and 
affirmation of the validity of difference, including different values, attitudes, preferences, and previous experiences 
of learning. Creating genuine social inclusion is not easy. As Volet & Ang (1998), Spencer-Rogers & McGovern 
(2002), Trice (2003), and many others have documented, significant intercultural interaction in the classroom 
seldom occurs spontaneously. In their qualitative study of Asian students in an Australian university, Smart, Volet, 
and Ang (2000) found that at the end of their first year at the university, none of their Asian subjects reported having 
made friends with Australian students. Although they had interacted with their Australian colleagues at a superficial 
level, none of the Asian students felt they had made friends whom they could write to when they returned to their 
home countries. Working within a U.K. context, Montgomery (2009) reports some improvement in this situation, 
but notes that lack of opportunities to interact, preconceptions of other cultures, and language still present 
impediments to cultural interaction at the university.  
A further factor that needs to be acknowledged is inequity: in an Australian university classroom, domestic 
students have inherent advantages over their international colleagues – primarily fluency in English language and 
greater familiarity with the social and educational environment. Moreover, as Wright & Landers (2003) suggest in 
their study of interactions between Australian students and students from South-East Asia, in group activities 
Australian students’ mode of classroom behaviour has been assumed ‘as the dominant and the default’ (249). They 
found that  
 
... Australian students [approached] the group activity with confidence, strengthened by the identified attributes 
associated with individualist behaviours. Because the collectivist approach of SE Asian students tends to be 
non-assertive, these students were not able to provide any challenge or alternative approach, so the dominant 
approach of the Australian students also became the default. Consequently, the SE Asian students were less 
able to function in ways that were conducive to their preferred mode. (249)  
 
Clearly, this is not a situation that enables deep intercultural learning. The difficulty is compounded when 
teachers also privilege individualistic classroom behaviour as the ‘dominant and the default’ and expect those 
students who do not behave in this way to adapt and conform (Dawson, 2001, Ti & Dawson, 2003). It is therefore 
not only students but also teachers who must be prepared to move out of their cultural comfort zone, reflect on their 
own assumptions and biases, and open themselves to non-judgemental encounters with diversity.  
At the university referred to in this paper, international students come from fifty-nine countries, and its domestic 
students are also diverse, including not only those entering university directly from secondary school but also 
indigenous, mature aged, migrant, refugee, and socially disadvantaged students, and students with disabilities. This 
rich heterogeneity compels us to move beyond the reductive dichotomy of ‘domestic’ and ‘international’ students 
and invites us to contextualise cultural difference more holistically, perceiving differences within both domestic and 
international student groups as well as between them, and also, just as important, perceiving points of congruence as 
a basis for interaction and rapport (Brislin, 1981; Samovar, Porter, & Jain, 1981). Difference and congruence are 
held in dialectical tension, with intercultural learning growing out of the impulse to resolve the tension (Vygotsky, 
1978; Hoopes, 1979). Such learning is both experiential and unpredictable, and information about the various 
cultures represented in their groups is less important than strategies for negotiating the diversity of assumptions, 
perspectives, and values that emerge in the real-life situation of working with others to solve problems (Hoopes and 
Pusch, 1981).  
 
3. Constructivist experiential learning 
 
The objective of the teaching practice described in this paper is to create a stimulating yet psychologically safe 
environment in which students experience a ‘heightened awareness and appreciation of the politics of difference’ 
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(Rizvi and Walsh, 1998, p.11) leading to authentic intercultural learning. The practice is based on a student-centred 
approach (Brookfield, 1990) involving exposure to cultural difference (rather than instruction about it), supported by 
responsive and empathic facilitation rather than control. It also involves mutual trust between students and teacher. 
Here, McGregor’s ‘theory x/theory y’ understanding of types of management (1964) can usefully be transposed to 
the adult education context. McGregor showed that people need and want to work for self-actualisation (Maslow, 
1970). They actively seek responsibility, are naturally creative, resourceful, self-directed, and have intellectual 
potential that needs to be activated. In education, ‘theory x’ teachers focus on bureaucratic processes, rigid rules and 
regulations, penalties, reliance on formal lectures and closed-book invigilated exams, with little opportunity for 
students to use individual judgement or initiative. ‘Theory y’ teachers, by contrast, create opportunities for students 
to exercise individual judgement, make learning decisions, and take responsibility for these decisions. A ‘theory y’ 
classroom climate is characterised by high trust, high risk, and high value.  
Paradoxically perhaps, creating a student-centred ‘theory-y’ learning environment involves more effort from the 
teacher than does a traditional teacher-centred learning environment. Acknowledging the learner’s own lived 
experience as an authentic source of knowing and learning, the teacher must meticulously plan structures and tasks 
through which students may experience – and reflect on – learning. As Kolb (1984, p.38) defines it, learning is ‘the 
process whereby knowledge is created through the transformation of experience’; it is an integrated, recursive 
process of concrete experience, reflective observation, abstract conceptualisation, and active experimentation. In an 
intercultural learning situation, students experience an intercultural encounter (concrete experience), they think 
about the encounter (reflective observation), they generalise from it (abstract conceptualisation), and they bring that 
generalisation to the next encounter to see what happens (active experimentation). For instance, a Kenyan student 
may assume that her Malaysian colleague does not do the weekly set readings because he never volunteers answers 
in the class; she does not want to work with him because she fears he will not do his share of the work. However, 
when she does have the concrete experience of working with him on a group project she finds that he is 
knowledgeable, works hard and is always well-prepared. She reflects on this and concludes that perhaps in 
Malaysian culture standing out from the crowd or asserting oneself publically may be considered inappropriate. She 
brings this generalisation to her next encounter with a Malaysian colleague and tests it out, modifying and refining 
her conclusion with each new encounter. In this way, she learns not only something in general about Malaysian 
culture but also, more importantly, something about intercultural understanding and communication. She learns that 
interpreting an individual’s behaviour in terms of the codes and conventions of her own culture leads to 
misinterpretation – aberrant decoding – because his behaviour is determined by cultural codes and conventions 
different from her own.  
Constructivist epistemological theory is similarly based on the premise that learning is an individual, active 
process of constructing knowledge based on personal experiences and on continuously testing hypotheses about the 
environment through social negotiation. When learners encounter new situations, they build on pre-existing internal 
models or schemata developed from earlier learning experiences (Marton, Beatty, & Dell’Alba, 1993). A particular 
challenge for the teacher of culturally diverse classes is to bring the diversity of student presage factors into 
alignment with standardised learning outcomes (Dunkin & Biddle, 1974; Biggs, 1996, 1999). Among student 
presage factors are prior learning experiences, motivation towards the subject of study, expectations concerning 
achievement, academic predisposition, and competence in the language of instruction (Biggs 1996, 1999). All of 
these student presage factors are influenced by the student’s cultural background, and all have important measurable 
effects on the learning process and learning outcomes. Presage factors and desired learning outcomes are, 
comparatively speaking, fixed; the dynamic element that brings them into alignment is the teaching and learning 
process. This requires a teaching practice that is flexible, empathic, and imaginative; every class and every new 
cultural mix of students presents a new opportunity for the teacher as well as the students for experiential 
intercultural learning. 
 
3. Case Study 
 
The ways in which such a teaching practice might be employed in culturally diverse group-work can be 
demonstrated with a hypothetical case study, giving a detailed account of what the teacher could do to facilitate 
intercultural learning as an integral component of a disciplinary unit of study. As the example will show, individual 
lived experience may be considered the authentic source of learning, but facilitating this learning demands that the 
teacher provides a structured learning environment and a teaching style that engages students; it is not a laissez-faire 
situation. Group-work, particularly assessed group-work, is a notoriously problematic activity, even in culturally 
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homogeneous classes (Gatfield, 1999; Ruel, Bastiaans, & Nauta, 2003; Olivera & Straus, 2004). For group-work to 
be successful as a learning experience, students must have a sense of direction or purpose, a set of group-working 
skills and strategies, and a perception that assessment is equitable. The teacher therefore needs to give the groups 
clear goals, access to resources for achieving the goals, and an explanation of assessment criteria, showing how 
individual effort will be fairly rewarded. She must also acknowledge that it is inevitable that groups will experience 
some level of conflict, stagnation, or other kinds of dysfunction during the semester, and accordingly she must be 
prepared to unobtrusively intervene to suggest possible strategies for resolving group maintenance problems. 
The hypothetical case study presented is a one-semester (fourteen-week) second-year Health Promotion 200 unit 
of study, part of the Bachelor of Applied Science (Public Health) degree. There are thirty students in the class, made 
up of ten domestic Australian students and twenty international students, from Malaysia, China, Singapore, Papua 
New Guinea, Oman, and Kenya. Instructional material is delivered online as i-lectures and downloadable readings 
and resources and there is a weekly 3-hour tutorial class. Assessment comprises: research essay 30%, poster 
campaign and group presentation 30%, reflective learning journal (including reading notes and summaries, quizzes, 
take-home tests, and set reflective questions 40%. There is no exam. 
 
4. Setting the Foundations 
 
The introductory class in any unit of study is the most important, because it gives students their first and most 
powerful impression of the unit, the way in which it will be conducted, the teacher-learner relationship, the class 
dynamic, and the classroom climate. It is therefore important to ensure this impression is positive, serving to 
motivate students and give them confidence that with a reasonable amount of work they will succeed in achieving 
the unit’s learning outcomes. In this first class, the teacher introduces herself and presents a very brief overview of 
Health Promotion 200, referring where useful to the HP200 Unit Outline, which students will have downloaded and 
read before the start of semester. She does not go into details, not only because students are unlikely to retain 
detailed information at this stage of the semester but also because it would slow down the momentum of the class. 
Instead, she announces that students will be working in groups throughout the semester, that she will be allocating 
students to the groups, and that they must stay in their assigned group for the whole semester. This announcement 
may be received with dismay and disgruntlement – most students feel some level either of performance anxiety or of 
concern that their grades will be compromised by less able students and ‘freeloaders’ (Ledwith et al, 1997; Ruel et 
al, 2003). She uses the energy from students’ reaction by immediately having them write anonymous comments 
expressing what they think about group-work and why they ‘love or loathe’ it. Students write on small ‘post-it’ 
labels, which the teacher collects. These are posted randomly on a wall or whiteboard for the students to look at in 
their fifteen-minute mid-class break, and at the end of the class the teacher takes them down and has them collated 
as a typed list. During the second class, in which groups compile their group ground-rules, this list is distributed to 
each student, so that the group may identify factors that either enhance or damage harmony and effectiveness. The 
‘love or loath’ exercise sends a message to every student that their concerns – based on their previous experience of 
group-work – are valued and will be addressed. It also sets in train the experiential learning cycle of concrete 
experience, reflective observation, abstract conceptualisation, and active experimentation. 
At the end of this exercise, the teacher immediately organises students into six culturally mixed five-member 
groups, pointing out that this mix reflects the cultural diversity within the public health profession. She tells them 
that they will be working in the same group for the whole semester so that they can experience the ‘forming’, 
‘storming’, ‘norming’, ‘performing’, ‘adjourning’ stages of group projects, and she advises them that they may 
change groups only if they can make a case for ‘divorcing’ their group and the class as a whole grants the divorce. 
She emphasises that there are no exceptions to the divorce rule, but she will monitor groups’ development and, if 
requested, offer ‘marriage guidance’ to help them resolve any conflicts that might arise. She emphasises the 
importance of setting clear ground-rules and protocols that the whole group willingly commits to, and she refers 
them to online resources to guide them with this task. In this way she sends a clear message that groups are 
responsible for their own success or failure, but that they will be given access to support and resources to help them 
make their groups work effectively.  
When the groups have been formed and sitting at their group tables, the teacher explains that they will work as 
semi-autonomous units throughout the semester. Their first group activity is ‘The Name Game’, in which students 
take turns introducing themselves to their group by disclosing their name, the meaning of their name, and why their 
parents chose that name. The teacher models what is required by disclosing her own name, its meaning, and some 
cultural information related to how she was named. The groups are given ten minutes to complete the introductions, 
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and then a volunteer from each group introduces their group members (just their name) to the whole class. At the 
end of the activity the teacher asks students to reflect on the power of naming and the meanings carried in names. 
She might observe, for instance, that the Singaporean student Chan Pui Mei puts her family name before her given 
name, while the Australian student Jessica Henderson puts her given name first. What does this difference tell us? 
Or she might note that the Omani student Khalid Al Busaidi’s name indicates his traditional tribal affiliation. What 
implications does this have? She links these questions to more general questions about language and to the 
importance of choosing wording in health promotion campaigns that connects with the target audience, a theme she 
will continue referring to throughout the semester. 
 
5. ‘Great Expectations’ 
 
After ‘The Name Game’, the teacher hands out a large sheet of paper to each group and a marker to each 
student, and announces ‘Great Expectations’, a group exercise designed to give students an opportunity to voice 
their preferences for how HP200 will be conducted. At this stage, students are still forming an impression of what 
the unit is about; however, they usually have clear ideas about the conditions most conducive to their own learning 
and what they expect of the teacher-learner relationship in the unit. Working individually and/or collaboratively, 
students are asked to cover the paper with their preferences and expectations, adding other relevant comments or 
thoughts if they wish. They are given twenty minutes to complete this exercise and tape the paper to the whiteboard 
or walls. While the groups are doing this exercise, the teacher leaves the room. When she returns, she reads and 
responds to the anonymous views expressed on the six sheets, identifying common themes, asking questions, and 
stating her own reciprocal expectations. For instance, to the comment ‘the teacher will mark assignments promptly’ 
she might respond by asking what students can do to make prompt marking more likely and noting the answers, 
such as ‘submitting assignments on time’ or ‘editing to make sure the assignment is “reader-friendly”’. To the 
comment ‘the teacher will give us the answers’ she would respond that she will not be giving students answers but 
she will be giving them suggestions for finding their own answers. To flippant comments like ‘easy marking’ or ‘the 
teacher will give us chocolate if we’re good’ she replies with something equally flippant, such as ‘in your dreams!’ 
This kind of light-hearted exchange serves the useful purpose of phatic communication – that is, while it does not 
communicate significant information, it does serve to open up communication channels between students and 
teacher and contribute to a friendly classroom climate.  
At the end of ‘Great Expectations’ the students and teacher together compile a list of mutual obligations: 
coming to each class punctually and well-prepared, being courteous and considerate, being collegial, and so on.  
These obligations are typed up as a contract, and every student is given a copy that will be referred to from time to 
time throughout the semester. ‘Great Expectations’ takes up more than an hour of class time, but it represents a 
worthwhile investment. The principal benefits are: 1) it immediately involves students in reflecting upon themselves 
as learners and articulating their own expectations and needs; 2) it begins the process of developing a group identity; 
3) it requires students to contribute actively, but gives them the option of remaining anonymous; 4) it sends a 
message that the teacher trusts students and does not doubt they will take responsibility for learning tasks in her 
absence, thus contributing to a ‘theory y’ classroom climate; 5) it allows the teacher to make clear her expectations 
of the class by responding to their comments, thus engaging in a dialogue with them (rather than delivering a 
monologue); 6) it provides a basis for negotiating an informal written or unwritten contract between the teacher and 
the students. By planning activities such as ‘Great Expectations’ in detail, giving them a name, and introducing 
elements of humour, drama, and surprise, the teacher engages students’ interest and imagination; however, such 
activities must be accompanied by a debriefing through which students reflect on the activity, recognise its learning 
objectives, and take away from it knowledge and insights. 
  
6. Group-building 
 
The time remaining in the first class is spent analysing the language used on health promotion posters and 
defining the target audience for each. The groups are given copies of a set of posters that come from various 
international public health campaigns related to AIDS, avian ‘flu, STDs, drug abuse, and obesity. Many 
international students in the class have chosen to travel to Australia for their Public Health degree as a response to 
particular public health crises in their home country, and some already have experience as health workers or 
volunteers. Not only are the insights of these students valuable for the rest of the group but their expertise relevant to 
the discipline helps to cut across the classroom power differential that Wright & Landers (2003) identify. On this 
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note, the teacher concludes the class, leaving students just enough time for ‘group maintenance’ – exchanging 
telephone numbers and email addresses, constructing a provisional time-table for working on their poster campaign 
group assignment, including organising times to meet (physically or online) outside the class to prepare this 
assignment. They are also asked to think about the names they will give their groups; the teacher suggests they 
might choose a favourite public health hero, such as Jenner, Snow, or Sabin.  
Week by week, as students work through the discipline content of Health Promotion 200, they are also referred 
to online resource materials to build up group-working skills and intercultural learning. The teacher uses the 
constructivist technique of scaffolding to introduce resource materials appropriate to the stage of group-building 
(‘forming-storming-norming-performing-adjourning’) the groups have reached. For instance, appropriate to the 
‘forming’ stage, students’ first task in the second week is to compile ground-rules for their group, so as well as 
accessing online ‘Health Promotion 200 Week Two’ instructional materials, they download, print, and read the 
resource sheet ‘Working in Groups’ covering group ground-rules, enterprise and development roles, and roles to be 
avoided, as well as multiple copies of a self-assessment group discussion questionnaire. The ‘roles to be avoided’ 
section of ‘Working in Group’ is particularly useful, and groups are encouraged to address these and agree on 
sanctions against dysfunctional behaviour before it occurs (in practice, naming the behaviour is often a sufficient 
deterrent). When students in each group have agreed on ground-rules, they reflect on how the group has worked 
together, and each student evaluates their own performance on the ‘group discussion self-assessment questionnaire’, 
which they then file in their personal learning journal. Here, and throughout the semester, it is useful for the teacher 
to move among the groups in each class, occasionally picking up points of discussion to share with the class as a 
whole. For instance, in discussing the ‘roles to be avoided’ section of ‘Working in Groups’, which identifies such 
dysfunctional roles as ‘disgruntled (non)participant’, ‘attacker’, ‘dominator’, ‘clown’, and ‘freeloader’, cultural 
differences in the way individual students perceive these roles may emerge, offering an opportunity for intercultural 
learning. A common example is perceptions of ‘freeloading’. Australian students – especially the more able students 
– strongly resent freeloading (Ruel et al, 2003), and can cite cases they have experienced in previous units of study; 
for some students from China, however, the phenomenon is almost incomprehensible (Earley, 1989). This difference 
presents an opportunity for the teacher to initiate questioning, which can be extended to the rest of the class, about 
why such differences exist, leading perhaps to students discovering how differences between individualist and 
collectivist cultural orientation manifest themselves. 
Building a group identity in each of the semi-autonomous groups facilitates social inclusion as individual 
students come to identify their interests more closely with members of their own named group than with culturally 
similar students in other groups. Working together on an assessed assignment is not in itself enough to forge group 
bonding – in fact, it can be very stressful. To reduce stress, enhance cooperation, and maintain a warm classroom 
climate while opening opportunities for group-building and informal intercultural learning, it is useful to involve 
students in non-assessed but discipline-relevant group activities that incorporate elements of play and novelty. For 
example, every week students are required to read and make notes on set texts related to the promotion of healthy 
living and avoidance of infection in the community. As an incentive to complete this component of the HP200, 
students’ knowledge of the texts is tested through oral non-graded assessment in ten out of the fourteen weeks of 
semester. The tests take the form of quizzes in which groups compete with one another – each group randomly being 
asked two questions in each weekly round. Typically, native English speakers dominate this kind of exercise; their 
international, non-native English speaking colleagues are no less knowledgeable, but, for cultural reasons as well as 
having less confidence in their spoken English, they tend to be more reticent in volunteering answers. To ensure that 
every student has an equal opportunity to answer, the teacher gives each group an envelope containing five coloured 
cardboard shapes (a green triangle, a blue square, and so on). Each student chooses a shape and hides it under their 
file or notebook. When the teacher asks a group for an answer, she says, for instance, ‘Can the red star in the Jenner 
group answer the question ...?’ If the student who has chosen the red star cannot answer, they may confer with their 
group colleagues. The groups keep the envelopes and randomly allocate a different shape to each student for every 
activity. Group scores are kept and at the end of the semester the winning group is awarded with a ‘quiz champion’ 
certificate (in practice, the result is usually a draw, because at least one person in the group can give the correct 
answer to every question posed). In their learning journals, students express satisfaction with this system, 
experiencing a sense neither of being singled out nor of being overlooked; the option of conferring or ‘passing’ 
simultaneously reduce performance anxiety and enhance collaboration in the group. The teacher reduces the effects 
of English proficiency differential by displaying each question on a powerpoint slide and reading it out. The primary 
objective of the exercise is to motivate students to read the set texts; turning it into a competition between groups 
introduces a playful element that encourages group identity. 
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Similarly, the teacher introduces ‘surprise’ ten-minute activities to demonstrate a point, reinforce a technique, 
and energise students. These exercises address ‘necessary skills and literacies for a changing world’ (Rizvi & Walsh, 
1998, p.11), which include listening, empathy, turn-taking, giving and receiving constructive criticism, and 
negotiating for win-win results. They involve students in group brainstorming, role play, mutual interviewing, 
problem solving, concept mapping, and presenting in public. To be effective, such activities need to be well-
planned, contextualised, and time-efficient; most importantly, students must never feel that they take up time that 
could be spent more productively on the unit’s discipline content. The teacher factors in debriefing time to ensure 
that students reflect on their experience and what they have learned from participating in these activities. Students’ 
journal reflections indicate that they enjoy these activities and believe they contribute to creating understanding and 
mutual respect between members of the group, which in turn resulted in a more successful campaign poster 
assignment and group presentation.  
 
8. Reflection 
 
For authentic learning to occur, the concrete experience and active experimentation stages of experiential learning 
need to be complemented by the stages of reflective observation and abstract conceptualisation. The vehicle for 
written expression of these metacognitive stages is the reflective learning journal; allocating 40% of assessment to 
the journal sends a clear message to students about the importance given to metacognition in HP 200. The journal 
has two components. The first component serves as a portfolio, bringing together notes and summaries of i-lectures, 
tutorial discussions, and readings, self-assessed take-home tests and exercises, examples of health promotion 
campaigns, and other materials students consider relevant to the unit of study. The second component comprises ten 
weekly 500-word structured reflections. Specifying the number of words required for each journal entry may seem 
somewhat prescriptive for a task as open-ended as reflective journal writing, but it does reduce students’ uncertainty 
and anxiety about what is required of them; the number of words specified is substantial to encourage students to 
think widely and deeply and to explore concepts rather than simply describing them. Students are encouraged to 
write in full sentences that communicate as clearly as possible, but there is no deduction of marks for errors in 
English expression, grammar, punctuation, and writing mechanics. This equalises the English language proficiency 
differential between students. It also acknowledges the hybrid nature of the exercise – the journal is ideally an 
account that students write for themselves and not for their teacher; however, as students themselves admit (Ti & 
Dawson 2003), most would not keep journals without a level of compulsion and reward.  
In the first six weeks, weekly journal entries are scaffolded by giving students three trigger questions relevant to 
that week’s class. A typical question might be: ‘Identify something you learned in this week’s class that was 
new/surprising/confirmed what you already thought. How does it relate to what you have learned in earlier units of 
study? What significance does it have for your career as a public health practitioner?’ Included in the trigger 
questions each week there is one question specific to intercultural understanding and communication. This question 
takes the form of a short scenario related to the week’s discipline topic in which there has been a cultural 
misunderstanding within a public health setting. Students are asked to identify possible causes of the 
misunderstanding and to suggest strategies for solving or avoiding it. To help them answer the question, they are 
directed to standard resource readings on individualist/collectivist, high power distance/low power distance, high 
context communication/low context communication, and so on. Because they are given a simulated ‘real-life’ 
context before they access information about cultural differences in orientation, they are less likely to use the 
information in a stereotypical or naïve way to categorise individuals. Moreover, the scenarios become increasingly 
complex, reflecting the complexities of a global environment, and not reducible to simple cultural formulae.  
 
Students are required to submit ten weekly reflections, which the teacher collects, grades, and gives feedback on 
randomly throughout the semester, so that she sees every student’s journal twice before collecting it at the end of 
semester for a final grading. Commenting on and grading the journals is not as onerous a task as it might seem, 
because the teacher does not identify errors or suggest improvements, but acknowledges with a tick students’ ideas 
and, where useful, raises additional questions for further reflection. Reflections are graded on criteria negotiated 
between the teacher and students. As long as they agree that grades should be holistic, with a focus on evidence of 
engagement, students are free to offer suggestions, which the class chooses from and agrees to. These criteria are set 
in week three of the semester, by which time students – particularly those whose previous experiences of learning 
have been in a more traditional, teacher-centred environment – have begun to adjust to the high trust, high risk, high 
value ‘theory y’ classroom climate. For many students, domestic as well as international, it takes a few weeks to 
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gain the confidence to write reflectively about their learning experience in HP 200 in a critical way. However, 
students do progress beyond writing ‘safely’ to conform with what they think the teacher would like to hear, towards 
authentic metacognitive insight, thus completing the experiential learning cycle. In doing so, they provide the 
teacher not only with valuable feedback on the unit of study but also with new insights into students’ experiences of 
group-work and intercultural learning, which in turn inform the ongoing development of her own teaching practice. 
 
9. Conclusion 
 
The teaching practice described in this hypothetical case study puts into practice the concept that learning is an 
integrated, recursive process of concrete experience, reflective observation, abstract conceptualisation, and active 
experimentation, in which ‘knowledge is created through the transformation of experience’  (Kolb, 1984, p.38). It is 
similarly informed by the constructivist view that an individual’s learning is built on pre-existing internal models or 
schemata developed from earlier learning experiences and is continuously modified through social negotiation 
(Marton, Beatty, & Dell’Alba, 1993). An understanding of such concepts is particularly valuable for facilitating 
learning in culturally, ethnically, and social diverse classes of adult learners, because it allows the teacher to 
recognise diverse student presage factors, such as prior learning experiences, academic predisposition and 
expectation, and level of English language proficiency, as a foundation on which further learning may be built, and 
to bring this presage into alignment with desired learning outcomes. As the case study demonstrates, these student-
centred concepts do not take away responsibility from the teacher; on the contrary, the teacher is a facilitator who 
must create a structured environment and opportunities for experiential learning. This involves imaginative design, 
facilitation, and monitoring of tasks, as well as the capacity to ‘think on one’s feet’ to exploit opportunities for 
learning when they arise in the classroom. 
Scaffolded, experiential learning is always valuable, but it is particularly effective in the area of intercultural 
learning. Knowing about codes and conventions of specific cultures and protocols for culturally sensitive behaviour 
is not sufficient; students must also be provided with opportunities to engage with colleagues who are culturally 
different from themselves and to negotiate differences in real situations. Within the culturally, ethnically, and 
socially diverse classroom, group-work presents an excellent opportunity for this engagement and negotiation of 
difference. Culturally diverse group-work does present many challenges and risks, but as this paper has suggested, 
with appropriate scaffolding, these risks can be turned into opportunities for deep, experiential, and enjoyable 
learning, and a realistic preparation for the global workplace.   
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